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Canada’s federal government should adopt a whole-of-gov-

ernment approach to climate change. Such an approach can 

leverage executive leadership to encourage cross-departmental 

collaboration and integrate climate change into all of govern-

ment policymaking. Canada can learn how to establish an 

effective whole-of-government approach from the successes 

and challenges of its peers both at home and abroad. This brief 

examines whole-of-government approaches to climate change 

from around the world as well as specific lessons learned from 

three case studies—the United Kingdom, the United States, and 

British Columbia. 

SUMMARY STATEMENT
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Climate change is a complex, cross-jurisdictional issue that requires societal 

transformation. To meet this challenge, governments must be able to make 

climate policies that work across sectors, communities, and regional borders. A 

whole-of-government approach can help to mainstream climate change into 

policymaking processes. 

A whole-of-government approach consists of both governance structures (distinct 

organizational groups within government that are dedicated to cross-gov-

ernmental coordination and collaboration, such as cabinet committees) and 

processes (rules, standards, or mandates that direct at least two departments’ 

policymaking and policy implementation). 

Effective climate policies that get Canada where it needs to go will require the active 

involvement of departments as disparate as Finance, Infrastructure, Transport, 

Natural Resources, Environment and Climate Change, Agriculture and Agri-Food, 

Crown-Indigenous Relations and Northern Affairs, Public Safety and Emergency 

Preparedness, Employment and Social Development, and others, necessitating 

a coordinated approach to ensure coherent implementation of climate strategy. 

Whole-of-government approaches to climate change have become a feature 

of some national and sub-national governments over the last several years, as 

countries commit to increasingly ambitious measures to curb their greenhouse 

gas emissions, adapt to climate change, and pursue clean growth strategies. An 

integrated, coordinated, cross-department approach can leverage departmen-

tal expertise, reduce policy redundancies, mainstream climate change into all 

decision making, and create cross-departmental synergies for more effective 

climate governance. 

In this paper, eight countries were surveyed to identify whole-of-government 

structures and processes dedicated to climate change, and three of these cases 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
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(the United Kingdom, British Columbia, and the United States) were analyzed in 

depth to determine the benefits and risks of such an approach. 

Of course, not all whole-of-government approaches are created equal. In theory, 

a whole-of-government approach can leverage public-sector expertise across 

departmental boundaries to increase climate ambition. In practice, this approach 

can be difficult to implement. On the one hand, establishing well-resourced 

structures and processes to foster inter-departmental collaboration can lead to 

more effective climate policy. But competing interests within government, and 

constraints on financial and human resources, mean that a whole-of-govern-

ment approach is not easy to maintain. In support of finding that balance, there 

are five lessons to be learned from the cases examined here for implementing a 

cohesive and effective whole-of-government approach to climate change: 

1. The success of a whole-of-government climate initiative depends on 

sustained executive leadership directing departmental priorities and 

inter-departmental coordination.

2. An effective whole-of-government climate initiative requires adequate 

funding, a clear mandate, and capacity to enact change across 

departments. 

3. An effective whole-of-government climate initiative requires effective and 

empowered personnel acting in whole-of-government structures.

4. The mandates of participating departments must align, or be brought 

into alignment, with the mandate of the whole-of-government climate 

initiative.

5. A whole-of-government climate initiative should report publicly on its 

progress and be as transparent as possible about its deliberations, find-

ings, and research.
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The whole-of-government approach
Climate change is a complex and urgent issue that requires a coordinated govern-

ment response. Historically, climate change policy has fallen under the auspices 

of environment departments, while most other departments engage with it only 

as it affects their overall mandate and priorities. But in order to respond to the 

climate emergency quickly and effectively, governments must be able to mobi-

lize the full breadth of their policy expertise to implement climate policies that 

work across sectors, communities, and regions. 

The whole-of-government approach, which works across vertically organized 

departmental silos to encourage cross-government collaboration, is one approach 

to leverage that expertise. The approach sees government departments working 

together to solve complex issues like climate change that cross departmental 

boundaries (Christensen & Lægreid 2006). 

As the Australian Management Advisory Committee’s Connecting Government 

(2004) report defined, “whole-of-government denotes public services agencies 

working across portfolio boundaries to achieve a shared goal and an integrated 

government response to particular issues. Approaches can be formal or infor-

mal. They can focus on policy development, program management, and service 

delivery.” Often, the whole-of-government approach manifests in creating high-

level inter-departmental committees that share information and collaborate to 

implement legislation and government mandates. Most times, these groups are 

under the jurisdiction of executive offices (e.g., Cabinet Office, Office of the Pres-

ident), which results in stronger and more effective central leadership. 

The historical precedents for inter-departmental coordination on complex and 

urgent issues date back at least to the Second World War. The war committees 

1INTRODUCTION
1.1
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and cabinets established in Canada in the 1940s saw high-level interdepartmen-

tal cabinet committees directing and sustaining a co-ordinated emergency 

response across government (Klein 2020). The formalized whole-of-govern-

ment approach, however, emerged in the mid-1990s, when some governments 

shifted focus from disaggregated, single-issue departmental governance and 

towards a more integrated approach to complex issues that cross jurisdictional 

and departmental boundaries (Christensen & Lægreid 2007). The shift was most 

significant initially in the United Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand, but has 

gained popularity in other countries like the United States. 

This paper will proceed with an overview of the characteristics of whole-of-gov-

ernment approaches, focusing on the use of inter-departmental committees 

and high-level government mandates, and then will present three climate-spe-

cific case studies: the United Kingdom, which has created several new cabinet 

committees to support inter-departmental coordination on climate; the United 

States, which has recently established the high-level National Climate Task Force; 

and British Columbia, home of the Climate Action Secretariat. 

Characteristics of whole-of-government approaches 
In a survey of international cases, we find that there are several characteristics 

that define the whole-of-government approach to climate change. These char-

acteristics are listed for eight global whole-of-government approaches in Section 

Two and evaluated in depth for each of the case studies (the United Kingdom, 

British Columbia, and United States) in Sections Three through Five.

Whole-of-government structures to address climate change 
Whole-of-government structures are distinct organizational groups or bodies 

that are dedicated to cross-governmental coordination and collaboration, 

including cabinet committees, task forces, and working groups (Christensen & 

Lægreid 2007; Verhoest et al. 2007). Multiple whole-of-government structures 

can exist simultaneously within governments. These are separate and specific 

forums for inter-departmental coordination on climate issues. Examples include 

cabinet committees dedicated to climate change or new offices under exec-

utive leadership (such as British Columbia’s Climate Action Secretariat or the 

United States National Climate Task Force). In whole-of-government structures, 

a clear mandate and involvement of the highest levels of leadership are crucial 

to success.

1.2

1.2.1
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To dig into that point specifically: A clear mandate is crucial to the success of 

any whole-of-government initiative. Interdepartmental committees’ author-

ity depends on their ability to create new forums for collaboration and compel 

participation. Is their function primarily to share information and coordinate, or do 

they have some ability to collaborate in the development of integrated strategies, 

plans, and policies? Some whole-of-government structures are centrally located 

in the executive office, which allows for top-down pressure across departments 

and helps centralize climate action. Others are smaller, led by one department 

which relies on lateral pressure on its counterparts to affect change. Whatever 

its makeup, a clear mandate will help ensure an initiative’s success.

The membership of these structures is also key to their success. Executive lead-

ership decides on departmental membership in these whole-of-government 

groups and where they fit in the reporting structure. For instance, some groups 

may have a smaller membership and work on a narrower issue area, while others 

involve a bigger, more inclusive cross-departmental group with a broad mandate 

to address climate change across all areas of responsibility. Smaller groups are 

best suited to addressing specific initiatives that require only a few departments’ 

input, like enhancing disaster response to growing wildfire threats. Larger struc-

tures are useful for coordinating overarching climate action and tackling more 

complex issues like developing a national climate resilience strategy.  

Whole-of-government processes 
Whole-of-government processes are rules, standards, or mandates that direct at 

least two departments’ policymaking and policy implementation (Meadowcroft 

2009). In the context of climate change, these processes prioritize climate change 

for every government department, even when there is no explicit structure for 

inter-departmental coordination. These processes are mostly used to direct an 

explicit assessment of climate change in departments that would otherwise 

consider climate a peripheral issue for their mandate, or to assign financial and 

human resources to climate action. 

Procedural mechanisms include mandate letters or executive orders to Ministers 

or Secretaries that instruct cross-departmental collaboration on core govern-

ment goals (like a government-wide net zero strategy). Legislation that requires 

integration of climate change into decision making (like Denmark’s 2020 Climate 

Law, which requires a climate assessment in every new piece of legislation) can 

also act as whole-of-government processes.

1.2.2
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External advisory bodies
Independent climate advisory bodies are an effective mechanism for support-

ing whole-of-government climate initiatives, providing sound policy advice on 

climate change-related issues (Meadowcroft 2009). Such advisory bodies have 

benefits beyond whole-of-government approaches: they provide independent 

analysis of climate plans and go beyond government mandates to ask tough 

questions and help advise the government on policy decisions. 

External advisory bodies often report to cabinet committees, the legislature, or 

the executive office as opposed to a single department. This helps keep climate 

change front and centre in all policy discussions. Where there is a relationship 

with whole-of-government structures like cabinet committees, external advi-

sory bodies can help shape inter-departmental coordination on climate change 

as well as provide sector-specific advice. Their findings are often publicly avail-

able, providing a benchmark with which to measure policy outcomes from 

other whole-of-government mechanisms. Advisory bodies can ask questions 

that push for more ambitious and effective policymaking. They can help set 

both interim and long-term goals, provide policy advice, and ensure continuity 

through changes in government.

1.2.3
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Whole-of-government approaches to climate change have become a feature of 

several national and sub-national governments over the last 20 years as countries 

commit to increasingly ambitious measures to curb their greenhouse gas emis-

sions, adapt to climate change, and pursue clean growth strategies. Here, we survey 

a selection of whole-of-government approaches. Many of these countries have 

only recently given climate change whole-of-government recognition, with a few 

exceptions. Singapore has had several task forces and working groups dedicated 

to climate issues since 2007 (National Climate Change Secretariat n.d.). France was 

one of the earliest creators of an inter-ministerial forum for climate change in 1992, 

but that forum was absorbed into the Department of Ecology, Energy, Sustainable 

Development and Spatial Planning in 2008 (Bardou 2009). 

The following table provides a high-level overview of whole-of-government struc-

tures, processes, and external advisory bodies. 

2
SURVEY OF GLOBAL  
WHOLE-OF-GOVERNMENT  
CLIMATE CHANGE APPROACHES
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 Country Structures Processes External advisory body
United 
States

National Climate Task Force (2021)
Mandate: Established “to enable a whole-of-government approach to combatting 
the climate crisis.”1 
Membership: Secretary-level unless otherwise indicated: 

Chair: National Climate Advisor
Members: 

 ▶ All department Secretaries (13 agencies) 
 ▶ Administrator of General Services
 ▶ Council on Environmental Quality
 ▶ Environmental Protection Agency
 ▶ National Aeronautics and Space Administration
 ▶ Office of Management and Budget
 ▶ Office of Science and Technology Policy
 ▶ Assistants to the President (Domestic Policy, National Security, Homeland Security 

& Counterterrorism, Economic Policy)

Executive Order on Tackling the Climate Crisis at Home 
and Abroad: Directed departments to prioritize climate 
change in their domestic and international work and to 
“implement a Government-wide approach.”2

The American Jobs Plan (part of the Build Back Better 
Agenda): Biden’s proposal to create millions of new jobs 
and invest in infrastructure with a climate lens. 

None as of  

October 2021

White House Office of Domestic Climate Policy
Mandate: Established to coordinate and monitor the implementation of the Presi-
dent’s climate change agenda.
Membership: White House aides, including the National Climate Advisor.

Smaller Groups: 
Interagency Working Group on Coal and Power Plant Communities and Economic 
Revitalization (2021). 
Mandate: Supports economic revitalization in energy communities.
Membership: All department Secretaries and the Environmental Protection Agency, 
Office of Management and Budget, and Federal Co-Chair of the Appalachian Region 
Commission

Department Working Groups: 
 ▶ Climate Task Force (Interior) 
 ▶ Climate Change Action Group (Homeland Security) 
 ▶ Climate Change Working Group (Defence)
 ▶ Climate Hub (Treasury)

Table 1: 

Examples of Global Whole-of-government Structures, Processes, and External Advisory Bodies

____________

1 Executive Order No. 14008: Tackling the Climate Crisis at Home and Abroad (January 2021)

2 Ibid. 
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 Country Structures Processes External advisory body
United 

Kingdom

Climate Action Implementation Committee (2020)
Mandate: Concerned with “matters relating to the delivery of COP26, net zero and 
building the U.K.’s resilience to climate impacts,”3  and can take some collective 
binding decisions.
Membership (Secretaries of State unless otherwise indicated): Business, Energy, and 
Industrial Strategy (Chair); Chancellor of the Exchequer; Foreign, Commonwealth 
and Development Affairs; International Trade; Work and Pensions; Environment, 
Food, and Rural Affairs; Housing, Communities and Local Government; Transport; 
Secretary of State for Scotland; Minister of State (Minister for Pacific and the Environ-
ment); Minister of State for Business, Energy, and Industrial Affairs.

 ▶ Net Zero Strategy: Build Back Greener (2021)
 ▶ Treasury: Net Zero Report (2021)
 ▶ Clean Growth Strategy (2017)
 ▶ Climate Change Act 2008 (key elements include: a net 

zero target, setting interim five-year carbon budgets, 
and developing action plans to meet them)

Climate Change 
Committee (2008)

Climate Action Strategy Committee (2020)
Mandate: “To consider matters relating to the delivery of the U.K.’s domestic and 
international climate strategy.”4

Membership: Prime Minister (Chair); Chancellor of the Exchequer; Foreign, 
Commonwealth and Development Affairs; Minister for the Cabinet Office; Business, 
Energy, and Industrial Strategy; Environment, Food, and Rural Affairs; Minister of 
State (Minister for Pacific and the Environment).

Inter-Ministerial Group on Environment and Clean Growth
Mandate: Brings together ministers and officials from across government to discuss 
matters related to clean growth, decarbonization, and wider environmental policy.
Membership: departmental representatives across government. Exact member-
ship not available.

Inter-Ministerial Group for Net Zero, Energy, and Climate Change 
Mandate: To discuss issues relating to net zero, energy, and climate change.
Membership: Minister for Energy, Clean Growth, and Climate Change (within 
Department of Business, Energy, and Industrial Strategy); environment ministers 
from Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland.

Climate Change National Strategy Implementation Group, and the Net Zero Steer-
ing Board 
Mandate: Supports the Cabinet committees.
Membership: not publicly available.

Department Working Groups: Net Zero Working Group (Environment, Food, and 
Rural Affairs); Net Zero Transport Board (Transport); Climate Change Delivery Board 
(Ministry of Housing); Climate Board (Treasury).

____________

3 Cabinet Office. 2020. List of Cabinet Committees. GOV.U.K.. https://www.gov.U.K. /government/publications/the-cabinet-committees-system-and-list-of-cabinet-committees  

4 Cabinet Office. 2020. List of Cabinet Committees. GOV.U.K.. https://www.gov.U.K. /government/publications/the-cabinet-committees-system-and-list-of-cabinet-committees
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 Country Structures Processes External advisory body
British 

Columbia

Climate Action Secretariat (2008-2011: within Premier’s Office; then moved to 
Ministry of Environment in 2011)
Mandate: Worked collaboratively across the provincial public sector and with exter-
nal stakeholders to achieve provincial climate change goals.
Membership: Not publicly available. 

 ▶ CleanBC Strategy climate action plan mentioned in all 
mandate letters to ministers.

 ▶ Climate Change Accountability Act (amended 2019): 
Established emissions reduction targets to 2030, 
2040, and 2050 and requires sector-specific plans to 
meet those goals. Also requires public sector organi-
zations to be carbon neutral.

Climate Action Team 
(2007-2008)
Climate Solutions 
Council (2018)

Cabinet Committee on Climate Action (2008-2009); Cabinet Committee on 
Climate Action and Clean Energy (2009-2017), Cabinet Working Group on Climate 
Leadership (2021-present)
Mandate: Cabinet committees are meant to coordinate BC action on climate.
Membership: Records of previous committee membership are largely unavailable.

France Interministerial Mission for Climate Change (MIES) (1992-2008)
Mandate: Was meant to coordinate France’s action in emissions mitigation at a 
national, EU, and international level.
Membership: Initially directly reported to the Prime Minister; in 2002, it began 
reporting to the Ministry of Ecology, and then was absorbed in 2008. Membership 
is unavailable.

 ▶ Law on Energy Transition for Green Growth (2015): 
Requires national carbon budgets and estab-
lishes emissions reduction goals (binding on public 
authorities).

 ▶ Law on Energy and Climate: Enshrines net zero by 
2050 goals; amends Energy and Environment Codes 
(binding on public authorities).

 ▶ Climate Plan (2017) “calls on all government depart-
ments across the board to step up the pace of 
the energy and climate transition and of the Paris 
Agreement’s implementation.”5 Includes mission 
statements sent by the Prime Minister to each 
department.

 ▶ The National Council for Ecological Transition (CNTE) 
created in 2013, functions as internal advisory body 
to governments on topics related to environment, 
energy, and sustainable development. 

High Council on 
Climate (2018)

Meseberg Climate Working Group (2018)
Mandate: Established in 2018 by France and Germany to create a joint inter-minis-
terial high-level working group on climate change in order to intensify cooperation. 
Membership: Representatives of the German and French Ministries of Environ-
ment (Chairs), Finance, Construction, Foreign Relations, Economy and Energy, 
Agriculture, Transport, Research and Development.

____________

5 Minister for the Ecological and Inclusive Transition, 2017
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 Country Structures Processes External advisory body

Germany Climate Cabinet (2018) 
Mandate: Established to propose legislation to meet 2030 climate goals (reports to 
Chancellor).
Membership: Ministers for Environment, Finance, Economy, Agriculture, Transport.

 ▶ As of the 2019 Climate Law, each department is 
assigned sector-specific targets. If targets are missed, 
departments must propose emergency program to 
address the gap, which the whole cabinet approves.

 ▶ Sustainable Finance Strategy (2021): Meant to 
promote sustainable finance globally and finance the 
transition to net zero. 

 ▶ Coal Commission (2019): Addressed a just transi-
tion away from coal production, consisted mostly of 
civil-society/private-sector actors, but representatives 
from the states, eight ministries, and a representative 
from the chancellor also attended.

Expert Council 
on Climate Issues 
(2020)

Meseberg Climate Working Group (2018)
Mandate: Established in 2018 by France and Germany to create a joint inter-ministerial, 
high-level working group on climate change in order to intensify cooperation.
Membership: Representatives of the German and French Ministries of Environment 
(Chairs), Finance, Construction, Foreign Relations, Economy and Energy, Agricul-
ture, Transport, Research and Development.

Australia Secretaries Board on Climate Risk (2017)
Mandate: The Secretaries Board considers issues of climate change and natural 
disasters.
Membership: Chaired by the Department of Agriculture, Water, and the Environ-
ment. Exact membership not available.

 ▶ Climate Compass project (2018): “a framework 
designed to help Australian public servants manage 
the risks from the changing climate to policies, 
programs and asset management,”6 developed by the 
Reference Group.

 ▶ Office of the Special Adviser to the Australian Govern-
ment on Low Emissions Technology established. 
Provides climate change and emission reduction 
strategies across government (December 2020).

Climate Change 
Authority (2012)

Disaster and Climate Resilience Reference Group (2017)
Mandate: The Reference Group “leads implementing a whole-of-government 
approach to disaster and climate resilience.”7 
Membership: Co-chaired by Department of Agriculture, Water, and the Environ-
ment and the Department of Home Affairs, and 22 agencies are represented at the 
deputy or first assistant secretary level.

Ministerial Forum on Vehicle Emissions (2015)
Mandate: Address vehicle emissions, including testing and reporting. Consults 
broadly with industry stakeholders and coordinate work already underway through 
different government agencies.
Membership: Minister for Major Projects (Chair), Territories and Local Government, 
the Minister for the Environment and the Minister for Resources, Energy, and 
Northern Australia.

____________

6 CSIRO. 2018

7 “Australian Government disaster and climate resilience reference group – Terms of reference” 2020. 
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 Country Structures Processes External advisory body
Denmark Standing Committee for the Green Transformation (2019)

Mandate: Looks at all new government action with a sustainability lens, as per 
requirements of the 2020 Climate Law.
Membership: Includes all ministries.

 ▶ As of the 2020 Climate Law, all new legislation must 
be considered with climate change in mind. The 
standing committee is the structural component for 
overseeing this process. 

Individual Department Groups:
 ▶ The Centre for Climate, Green Economy, and the EU 

(established within Ministry of Finance): The centre 
manages and coordinates Ministry’s in-house respon-
sibilities in climate, environment, and energy areas.

 ▶ Ministry of Defence’s Green Action Plan 2021-2025: 
Government has established climate partnerships to 
present recommendations in Spring 2022 on how to 
integrate green solutions into Defence. 

 ▶ In November 2019, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
announced that 15 embassies around the world would 
be “climate front posts” to pioneer and advocate for a 
Danish green agenda globally.

Danish Council on 
Climate Change 
(2014)

Singapore National Climate Change Secretariat (2010)
Mandate: Supports the Prime Minister and Cabinet to establish priorities and 
strengthen strategic alignment across Government. Engages in public consulta-
tion on climate action.
Membership: Reports to Prime Minister’s Office; chaired by Permanent Secretary. 
Exact membership not publicly available.

 ▶ Singapore Green Plan 2030 (released Feb 2021): “a 
whole-of-nation movement to advance Singapore’s 
national agenda on sustainable development.”    

Inter-Ministerial Committee on Climate Change (2007)
Mandate: Enhances whole-of-government coordination on climate change policies 
to ensure that Singapore is prepared for the impacts of climate change.
Membership: Chaired by Senior Minister and Coordinating Minister for National 
Security.
Member Departments: Sustainability and the Environment, Foreign Affairs, Finance, 
Trade and Industry, Transport, National Development, PMO Ministerial Representative.

Issue-Specific Inter-departmental Working Groups: Long-Term Emissions and Mitiga-
tion, Resilience, Sustainability, Green Economy, Communications and Engagement

Mandate: Policy development, inter-departmental coordination on specific 
policies/plans.
Membership: Not available.

____________

8 Singapore Green Plan 2030. 2021
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UNITED KINGDOM

CASE STU
D

Y

Context
Due in part to the relative consensus on the need for climate action across 

parties, climate governance in the United Kingdom has been comparatively 

ambitious in the last two decades, with the near-unanimous passage of the 

2008 Climate Change Act. However, weak coordination and lukewarm uptake 

of specific climate goals across departments has made implementation uneven 

and unstable (Lockwood 2021).

The structure of the United Kingdom government can keep policy issues siloed, 

as each department is ultimately responsible for issues under its portfolio. For 

instance, the Department of Business, Energy, and Industrial Strategy is the depart-

ment responsible for climate change, although other departments have been 

directed to integrate climate action to varying extents as a part of a whole-of-gov-

ernment approach (Dray 2021). The 2008 Climate Change Act requires net zero 

greenhouse gas emissions by 2050, as well as shorter-term five-year carbon 

budgets to guide policymaking to achieve the 2050 target. Accomplishing these 

goals requires coordination across government departments, especially with 

cross-cutting issues (for instance, transportation, which requires input from multi-

ple departments like Transport, the Treasury, and International Trade in addition 

to the Department of Business, Energy, and Industrial Strategy). 

The Prime Minister has the authority to create whole-of-government struc-

tures like cabinet committees or task forces and to decide on their jurisdiction 

and membership. Whole-of-government structures can be helpful because 

they allow for flexible responses to specific issues, and do not always require 

legislative consensus. However, because they are largely established by the 

executive, they can be disbanded easily by successive governments. As such, 

whole-of-government structures in the United Kingdom are based on the sitting 

33.1
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Prime Minister’s commitment. This reliance on executive leadership is common 

among whole-of-government approaches.  

Whole-of-government structures for climate change
The United Kingdom has had a spotty history with defining climate change as 

a whole-of-government issue. In 2006, the inter-departmental Office of Climate 

Change was formed “to work across Government to support analytical work on 

climate change and the development of climate change policy and strategy” 

(National Archives 2008). The Office was absorbed into the (then) Department of 

Energy and Climate Change in 2008, and the United Kingdom did not establish 

another whole-of-government structure specifically for climate change until 2019. 

Cabinet committees
In October 2019, Prime Minister Boris Johnson created and chaired the Cabi-

net Committee on Climate Change. In June 2020, the Prime Minister split this 

committee into two: the Climate Action Strategy Committee and Climate Action 

Implementation Committee (Institute for Government, 2020). These commit-

tees are both meant to convene senior officials from over a dozen departments, 

bimonthly, to discuss cross-cutting issues relating to the government’s approach 

to climate change.

The Prime Minister chairs the Climate Action Strategy Committee, which is 

mandated “to consider matters relating to the delivery of the U.K.’s domestic and 

international climate strategy” (Cabinet Office 2020). The Climate Action Strategy 

Committee has six departmental members: the Chancellor of the Exchequer; 

the Secretary of State for Foreign, Commonwealth, and Development Affairs; 

the Minister for the Cabinet Office; the Secretary of State for Business, Energy, 

and Industrial Strategy; the Secretary of State for Environment, Food, and Rural 

Affairs; and the Minister of State for Pacific and the Environment. 

The Climate Action Implementation Committee, meanwhile, considers “matters 

relating to the delivery of COP26, net zero and building the U.K.’s resilience to 

climate impacts” and is chaired by the Minister for Business, Energy, and Indus-

trial Strategy. Membership includes all the Climate Action Strategy Committee 

members (except for the Minister for the Cabinet Office) as well as the Secretary 

of State for International Trade, and the President of the Board of Trade; Secretary 

of State for Work and Pensions; Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and 

Local Government; Secretary of State for Transport; and the Secretary of State 

3.2
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for Scotland (Cabinet Office 2020). In this committee, there is concern regarding 

whether the Department of Business, Energy, and Industrial Strategy “has suffi-

cient influence to ensure other parts of government take enough action in their 

areas of responsibility,” as one anonymous source from within government stated 

in 2021 (National Audit Office 2021). However, both committees provide a forum for 

high-level leadership to coordinate. The Prime Minister can also provide support to 

the Department of Business, Energy, and Industrial Strategy in ensuring cross-de-

partmental climate action via chairing the Climate Action Strategy Committee.

Supporting groups
Two other groups support the cabinet committees: the Climate Change National 

Strategy Implementation Group, and the Net Zero Steering Board, as seen in Figure 

1 below. A director-general from the Department of Business, Energy, and Indus-

trial Strategy chairs the National Strategy Implementation Group. This Group is 

comprised of senior officials from the main departments across government and 

is responsible for implementing a cross-government climate action strategy and 

covering both domestic and international aspects of mitigation and resilience 

(National Audit Office 2020). The Net Zero Steering Board supports the National 

Strategy Implementation Group regarding a net zero strategy specifically (National 

Audit Office 2020). Both groups report to the two cabinet committees. 

3.2.2.

Figure 1: 

Whole-of-government structures in the United Kingdom, 2021
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Inter-ministerial groups
Besides cabinet committees and advisory groups, two Inter-Ministerial Groups were 

established in 2018 to focus on issues relating to climate and net-zero policy. The 

Inter-Ministerial Group for Environment and Clean Growth brings together minis-

ters and officials from across government. The Inter-Ministerial Group for Net Zero, 

Energy and Climate Change helps coordinate between the devolved administra-

tions (Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland) on climate change (Inter-ministerial 

Group for Net Zero, Energy and Climate Change 2021).9 Unlike cabinet committees, 

inter-ministerial groups rarely have the ability to make any binding decisions but 

can support policy development in areas where Cabinet consensus is not required. 

These groups can provide a regular forum for the devolved administrations to 

communicate and share information on climate policy with a variety of depart-

ments, whereas cabinet committees do not tend to have this representation. 

In the United Kingdom, cabinet committees can make some binding decisions 

on specific policy issues to reduce the burden on Cabinet as a whole. Other types 

of groups, like sub-committees, implementation task forces, or informal groups, 

do not have this decision-making capability. The precedent in the United King-

dom is to keep details of committee meetings private, so their true impact on 

policy is difficult to measure (Institute for Government 2020). Complete transpar-

ency from these committees is extremely unlikely and may be unnecessary in 

the presence of other accountability mechanisms. The external Climate Change 

Committee provides a forum for public debate and analysis, and the Climate 

Change Act and Net Zero Strategy provide goals by which to measure depart-

mental performance. However, there is a need for more clarity on what these 

cabinet committees actually do, and the inter-departmental activities they foster. 

Whole-of-government processes
The above structures are tangible mechanisms with clear placements in the 

government hierarchy—but the United Kingdom has had less success with embed-

ding a whole-of-government approach for climate change into its broader policy 

processes. At a high level, the 2008 Climate Change Act sets short- and long-term 

targets for climate action, culminating in net zero by 2050 (as amended in 2019). 

These targets are one instrument that dictates climate action in each single depart-

ment, although enforcement of these targets within departments is lacking.

3.2.3

3.3

____________
9 It is important to note that while lists and memberships of cabinet committees are published fairly regularly, information on the Inter-Ministerial Groups is rarely 
released to the public and often must be obtained via a freedom of information request. In 2018, the Institute for Government filed such a request and as such this is 
the most up-to-date information that is publicly accessible. To illustrate further, while the IMG for Environment and Clean Growth was established in 2018, in 2021 the 
National Audit Office was unable to clarify if the group had been convened (NAO2021).
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Policies like the 2017 Clean Growth Strategy (under the auspices of the Department 

of Business, Energy, and Industrial Strategy) included some whole-of-govern-

ment processes, although there were persistent gaps between ambition and 

policy pathways. For example, the Clean Growth Strategy set targets for specific 

sectors and their respective departments (e.g., a goal of 19 per cent reduction 

in agricultural emissions, managed by the Department of Agriculture), and 

referenced the Inter-Ministerial Group on Clean Growth to coordinate between 

departments (Department for Business, Energy, and Industrial Strategy 2019). 

However, in its 2019 progress report to Parliament, the Climate Change Commit-

tee stated that a significant gap between policy ambition and climate goals 

remained, and that many targets were not on track (Climate Change Committee 

2019; 2021). These failures are not solely due to an inefficient whole-of-govern-

ment approach, but nor is this approach the cure-all for missed climate targets 

in the United Kingdom. It does call into question the efficacy of the current 

whole-of-government approach. 

The United Kingdom has made some progress on whole-of-government proce-

dures since 2019. Following advice from the Climate Change Committee, in 2020 

the Johnson government directed the Treasury to undertake a broad review of 

options for financing the net zero transition, indicating a broader prioritization 

of climate change across (and beyond) government (Department for Business, 

Energy, and Industrial Strategy 2019). In response, the Treasury released an 

interim Net Zero strategy in December 2020 (HM Treasury 2020). However, critics 

point to significant existing gaps between Treasury plans and Climate Change 

Committee goals (Serin 2021). 

The Net Zero Strategy, released in October 2021 just days before COP 26, has 

the potential to galvanize a more coherent whole-of-government strategy. The 

Strategy indicates a commitment to “further embed climate change in spend-

ing decisions,” and “to require the government to reflect environmental issues 

such as climate change in national policy-making” (Department for Business, 

Energy and Industrial Strategy 2021). The Strategy is relatively comprehensive, 

informed by the Climate Change Committee’s recommendations, and sets 

sector-specific pathways with an overall goal of net zero by 2050. However, the 

projected impacts of specific policies are vague as the government has not 

quantified the impacts of each policy proposal, and some funding schemes 

(for buildings and agriculture, in particular) are still in development (Climate 

Change Committee 2021).
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External advisory bodies
The Climate Change Committee is the United Kingdom’s independent 

non-departmental public body that advises the government and devolved 

administrations on climate change. Their public reports and advice to govern-

ment are crucial in setting long-term climate goals, measuring progress, and 

developing policy (Cabinet Office 2020). The Climate Change Committee 

provided several recommendations for the recent Net Zero Strategy, released 

in October 2021. As discussed above, the whole-of-government approach in the 

United Kingdom suffers from a lack of accountability and clarity over what these 

structures and procedures accomplish, and the extent of their capacity to affect 

change. The Climate Change Committee helps provide some of this account-

ability by tracking the progress of specific sectors and government action plans, 

identifying gaps in ambition, and advising the government on ways to close those 

gaps. The Climate Change Committee provides regular reports to Parliament 

and advice on specific issues upon Ministerial request, although its operations 

are wholly independent (Climate Change Committee 2021). 

Key findings
The approach of relying on cabinet-level committees to fulfill a coordinating role 

for climate change has both best practices to learn from, and pitfalls to avoid. The 

United Kingdom has established several whole-of-government structures and 

processes since 2019, notably the Climate Action Strategy and Climate Action 

Implementation committees. But the country is behind on its climate targets 

and there is a need for more coherent, cross-government strategy (Climate 

Change Committee 2021; National Audit Office 2020). Given cross-party consen-

sus on climate change in the United Kingdom, dedicated climate committees 

will likely endure, ensuring that climate change stays front and centre in govern-

ment operations. 

There is high-level commitment from leaders to climate action between and 

within departments. Cabinet committees and working groups, established by the 

Prime Minister and relevant department heads, encourage inter-departmental 

collaboration on climate change. The cabinet committees in particular provide a 

tangible forum for departments to coordinate on policy, share information, and 

discuss climate strategy informally. 

However, a change in government could wipe the slate clean of the whole-of-gov-

ernment approach, making these structures and processes fragile. Reliance 

3.4
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on Cabinet leadership to advance policy issues is a long-standing issue in the 

United Kingdom due to a lack of inter-departmental coordination (which this 

whole-of-government approach aims to mitigate) and frequent turnover of 

leaders. The nature of the whole-of-government approach depends on central 

leadership; this dependence can lead to strong inter-departmental coordina-

tion if backed by the Prime Minister but is also a fundamental weakness of the 

United Kingdom approach. 

The effectiveness of cabinet committees and working groups depends on the 

capacity and resources assigned to them by executive leadership, and on the 

ability to create new policies and plans between departments. However, these 

committees signal senior political buy-in and committed leadership, which could 

lead to more concrete action from these structures in the future.

A lack of transparency and accountability mechanisms make it difficult to assess 

the efficacy of the United Kingdom whole-of-government approach to climate 

change, and the extent of inter-departmental collaboration and concrete policy 

change resulting from this approach is unclear. Cabinet committees and working 

groups rarely release detailed reports, and so the outcomes of these structures are 

difficult to assess. We need more accountability from these committees to identify 

the outcomes of these meetings and whether this form of whole-of-government 

structure actually increases climate action across and within departments. 

CASE SUMMARY
 ▶ The United Kingdom has established several whole-of-government 

structures and processes since 2019, notably the Climate Action Strat-

egy and Climate Action Implementation committees.

 ▶ These structures and processes indicate a high-level commitment 

to climate action between and within departments and encourage 

inter-departmental collaboration on climate change. 

 ▶ However, a lack of capacity, transparency, and accountability mecha-

nisms make it difficult to assess the efficacy of the United Kingdom 

whole-of-government approach to climate change, and the extent of 

inter-departmental collaboration and concrete policy change result-

ing from this approach is unclear. 
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4BRITISH COLUMBIA
4.1 Context

Following the 2007 Speech of the Throne that stressed the urgency of climate 

change and British Columbia’s responsibility to act, the province positioned itself 

as a climate leader in North America and the world. This manifested itself in an 

ambitious greenhouse gas emission reduction target of 33 per cent by 2020 

and 80 per cent by 2050 below 2007 levels, and the implementation of a host 

of policies to deliver on these targets, which included the first carbon pricing 

policy in a North American jurisdiction—a revenue-neutral carbon tax (Govern-

ment of British Columbia 2008). Such ambitious legislation came about as a 

result of a personal learning experience from then-Premier Gordon Campbell, 

who had engaged personally on the issue and worked with influential figures 

such as then-Governor of California and outspoken climate spearhead Arnold 

Schwarzenegger (Harrison 2012). 

The Campbell government adopted a whole-of-government approach to coor-

dinate the various departments whose sectors are responsible for and affected 

by climate change. The government created a Cabinet Committee on Climate 

Action and established a Climate Action Secretariat to manage the cross-gov-

ernmental approach. In addition, an external advisory body that consisted of 

representatives from civil society—the Climate Action Team—was also estab-

lished to provide recommendations on short-term greenhouse gas reduction 

targets for 2012 and 2016. Since then, the Cabinet Committee on Climate Action 

and Clean Energy, a Cabinet Working Group on Climate Leadership, a Planning 

and Priorities Secretariat, and the Climate Solutions Council (a new advisory body) 

are other examples how the B.C. government further enshrines the whole-of-gov-

ernment approach in climate change policymaking.
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Whole-of-government structures
Several whole-of-government structures dedicated to climate change have been 

established in British Columbia since 2007 when the issue was a top priority for 

the government, but there have been important changes in line with changes 

in government. 

Government Secretariats
The Climate Action Secretariat was first established in 2007 within the Premier’s 

own office and was therefore centrally located in British Columbia’s Executive 

Council, which provided it with significant weight. This Secretariat was tasked 

with coordinating climate change across the government and working with 

almost every ministry, and was accountable to a new Cabinet Committee on 

Climate Action (Government of British Columbia, n.d.). Moreover, it was also set 

up to engage with First Nations, local governments, industries, environmental 

organizations, and the scientific community, support the Climate Action Team, 

and report on progress. Information on the Climate Action Secretariat and its 

work was publicly available on a separate subpage of the government’s website.

From 2008 onwards, the Climate Action Secretariat was resourced by the Ministry 

of Environment but remained located inside the Premier’s Office and account-

able to the Cabinet Committee on Climate Action, before it was completely 

removed from the Premier’s Office after a change in leadership in 2011, when 

Premier Christy Clark assumed office. While the Secretariat remained in place 

following this change, its work eventually became less prominent and influential, 

with fewer updates and less information provided in the Ministry of Environment’s 

annual reports—it was not mentioned at all in the 2015/16 and 2016/17 editions—

and the separate webpage was also taken down and could not be accessed any 

longer. This resulted from shifting priorities following the outbreak of the 2008 

financial crisis and the change of provincial leadership (Lee 2017). It also came at 

a time when issues like carbon pricing were de-prioritized at the national level 

in Canada as the federal government of the day preferred regulation as opposed 

to pricing approaches like the one British Columbia had previously championed, 

leaving B.C. isolated. Today there is not even an archive of the Secretariat website 

available publicly, and information on its past work is difficult to obtain.

However, the relevance of the Climate Action Secretariat increased again after a 

change in government in mid-2017, which led to the development of the CleanBC 

strategy, British Columbia’s next ambitious set of climate change policies. While 

4.2
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a greater leadership and coordination role had been hampered because of the 

Secretariat’s limited human resource capacity, the number of staff seems to 

have slowly increased over the last few years (Government of British Columbia 

n.d.; Klein 2020).

After the 2020 election, the government also established a new secretariat within 

the Premier’s office—the Planning and Priorities Secretariat—to ensure that the 

scope, direction, sequencing, and delivery of key policy initiatives are aligned with 

the intentions and priorities of the Premier and Cabinet. This secretariat has been 

staffed throughout 2021 and will work with ministry executives to define timelines 

and deliverables for these key commitments and to support effective cross-gov-

ernment responses to emerging high-priority issues such as climate change.

Cabinet committees and working groups
The Cabinet Committee on Climate Action was established in 2007 and came 

together every two weeks. It was chaired by the Premier himself and brought 

together the Ministries for Community Services, Finance, Forests & Range, Energy, 

Mines and Petroleum Resources, Environment, Labour and Citizens’ Services, 

Small Business and Revenue, and Transportation to make policy related to green-

house gas reduction and climate change adaptation (Government of British 

Columbia 2008). The Committee was established by amending regulations from 

2005, and its job was not only reviewing policy options on how to reduce green-

house gas emissions but also hearing suggestions from key civil society groups 

(Government of British Columbia 2007). To support this directive, the Cabinet 

Committee on Climate Action and the Climate Action Secretariat engaged with 

over 450 groups, individuals, and businesses between May 2007 and June 2008 

(Government of British Columbia 2008). 

Following the Cabinet Committee on Climate Action, a Cabinet Committee on 

Climate Action and Clean Energy was in place from October 2009, as well as a 

Cabinet Working Group on Climate Leadership from January 2016 until mid-2017, 

when they were both repealed by the new government (Government of Brit-

ish Columbia 2007). It remains unclear which ministries were involved in these 

committees, how often they met, and what outcomes they achieved. 

4.2.2
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Figure 3: 

Whole-of-government structures in British Columbia, 2018-present

Figure 2: 

Whole-of-government structures in British Columbia, 2008-2011
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Whole-of-government processes
Regarding processes, a whole-of-government approach in B.C. was mostly 

reflected in the two climate change mitigation plans the government imple-

mented. According to the 2008 Climate Action Plan, “the government is taking 

focused action to support reductions in each of the Province’s major economic 

sectors” (Government of British Columbia 2008, 25). Notably, this approach 

included ministries responsible for transportation, buildings, waste, agriculture, 

industry, energy, and forestry—which are all emissions-intensive sectors. Accord-

ing to the 2008/09 Annual Service Plan Report of the Ministry of Environment 

(2009), the “initiatives included in the plan are a result of policy development 

within the Climate Action Secretariat and ministries, as guided by the Cabinet 

Committee on Climate Action.” Moreover, the report highlights that the Climate 

Action Secretariat assisted the ministries in developing policy, legislation, and 

regulations as required. 

Similarly, CleanBC, the climate mitigation plan published in December 2018, 

also provides a holistic view of addressing climate mitigation by focusing on the 

various sectors where emissions occur, emphasized also by forewords from the 

Premier, the Minister of Environment and Climate Change Strategy, the Minis-

ter of Energy, Mines, and Petroleum Resources, and Minister of Jobs, Trade, 

and Technology (Government of British Columbia 2018). The role of the Climate 

Action Secretariat was once again instrumental in developing and implement-

ing this plan: the 2019/20 Annual Report of the Ministry of Environment praised 

the Climate Action Secretariat for “coordinating dozens of new policies and 

programs across multiple ministries” (B.C. Ministry of Environment and Climate 

Change Strategy 2020).

In addition, the amended Climate Change Accountability Act required the Minis-

ter of Environment and Climate Change Strategy to establish sectoral emission 

reduction targets and report on progress and future proposed actions annually 

(Government of British Columbia 2019). In March 2021, sectoral 2030 emission 

targets below 2007 levels were set for transportation (27 to 32 per cent), industry 

(38 to 43 per cent), oil and gas (33 to 38 per cent), and buildings and communities 

(59 to 64 per cent), further strengthening B.C.’s whole-of government approach 

to climate change (Ministry of Environment and Climate Change Strategy 2021). 

Finally, the advisory bodies appointed by B.C. governments (discussed below) to 

provide guidance and recommendations for further climate action also followed 

4.3
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a whole-of-government approach when they gave advice. The report of the 

Climate Action Team in 2008 included specific recommendations regarding 

the transport, buildings, energy, industry, agricultural, waste, and forest sectors 

(Climate Action Team 2008); the recommendations from a similar Climate Lead-

ership Team also addressed all these sectors (Pembina Institute 2015); and the 

Climate Solutions Council advised on various specific topics, such as a strength-

ened zero-emissions vehicle target, the Low Carbon Fuel Standard, and support 

for British Columbia’s Emissions-Intensive Trade-Exposed (EITE) industries. 

External advisory bodies     
A Climate Action Team comprised of 21 leaders from environmental organiza-

tions, private enterprise, the scientific community, First Nations, and academia 

was formed in November 2007 (Government of British Columbia 2008). Its 

mandate was to offer expert advice to the Cabinet Committee on Climate Action 

on identifying interim targets for 2012 and 2016 to complement the 2020 emis-

sion reduction target of 33 per cent; identify further actions to meet the 2020 

target; and advise on the provincial government’s commitment to become 

carbon neutral by 2010. It met monthly until the summer of 2008 when it was 

set to release its recommendations. While the greenhouse gas reduction targets 

became legislated, many other recommendations became lost in the “bureau-

cratic shuffle after the Climate Action Secretariat […] was moved out of the 

premier’s office and into the Ministry of the Environment” (Devine n.d.), accord-

ing to a former member of this advisory group.

In 2018, the Climate Change Accountability Act legislated a new advisory commit-

tee called the Climate Solutions Council that consists of members from First 

Nations, environmental organizations, industry, academia, youth, labour, and 

local government to provide strategic advice to government on climate action 

and clean economic growth (Ministry of Environment and Climate Change Strat-

egy n.d.). This external advisory body provided advice four times in 2020 and, 

so far, nine times in 2021, including on ways the government can strengthen a 

whole-of-government approach to climate action through improved communi-

cation, coordination, and ambition, such as a whole-of-government “buy clean” 

policy (Climate Solutions Council 2021). As part of this advice, the council also 

called the establishment of the Planning & Priorities Secretariat an “excellent 

first step in ensuring decisions coming to Cabinet committees consider their 

effects on B.C. climate policy.”

4.4
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Key findings
The British Columbia experience is a case study of the highs and lows of a 

whole-of-government approach to climate action. Launched with much fanfare 

and a high degree of transparency, at its height it represented a world-lead-

ing approach. However, it also became an example of the fragility of these 

approaches when changes in priorities and leadership of government led to its 

diminished role and eventually a disappearance from the public eye. That it is 

difficult today to even find a public record of its past activities speaks to the risks 

of these approaches if the executive branch of government, which is so critical to 

their success, no longer carries the motivation and commitment to transparency 

needed to be successful in the long term. British Columbia’s whole-of-govern-

ment approach to climate action provides important lessons for jurisdictions 

that consider a similar approach. 

The Climate Action Secretariat was an effective, well-placed whole-of-govern-

ment structure when organized under the Premier’s Office. At that time, it could 

benefit from the leverage of the most powerful figure of the Executive Council, 

which emphasized that climate change was a top priority for the administration 

and helped it adopt ambitious targets and policies. In contrast, the influence of 

the Secretariat decreased after it was moved to the Ministry of Environment and 

lost this prominent (and very public) position. 

Lack of sufficient resources was another factor that negatively impacted the 

results achieved by the Climate Action Secretariat. With more resources, a longer 

timeframe with these resources, and political support, the experience under 

the new government from 2017 onwards, when the Climate Action Secretariat 

regained some of its earlier prominence, shows that it would have been possi-

ble to sustain its momentum. With that said, in its heyday around 2008 as well 

as since mid-2017, the Climate Action Secretariat and the Cabinet Committee 

have proved relevant and successful, although progress was fleeting in between.  

Transparency is an ongoing issue, with little information on the activities of 

whole-of-government structures available to the public. Regarding the Climate 

Action Secretariat, initial high levels of transparency were stripped down when 

its webpage was taken down in 2011, rather than being archived. Although the 

Climate Action Secretariat has regained some capacity to coordinate policy 

within Cabinet since 2017, much of the content produced by the Secretariat is 

not publicly available. Diminished transparency can be a critical issue because 

4.5
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it can reduce the accountability of the involved ministries that manage sectors 

affected by climate action, and as a result it could encourage these ministries to 

continue working in silos, or behind closed doors—something that is in contrast 

to the core objective of a whole-of-government approach.

CASE SUMMARY
 ▶ British Columbia’s whole-of-government approach has ebbed and 

flowed with changes in leadership.

 ▶ In particular, the Climate Action Secretariat was an effective, well-

placed whole-of-government structure under Premier Gordon 

Campbell, who established and championed the Secretariat. However, 

its influence lapsed under successive governments, and transparency 

remains an issue.

 ▶ Processes like the CleanBC plan, implemented in 2018, are an attempt 

to embed climate change in decision-making processes across 

government.
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Context
The United States has attempted to use a whole-of-government approach to 

address a variety of issues historically, especially regarding national security 

and intelligence (Brook 2012). Attention to collaborative public sector reform 

and whole-of-government initiatives lagged slightly behind early pioneers in 

the United Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand, but has increased in the 21st 

century. The Biden administration committed to a sweeping whole-of-govern-

ment approach to climate change early, and also pledged to integrate COVID-19 

economic recovery plans with climate goals (United States, Executive Office of 

the President [Joe Biden] 2021a). 

Executive leadership (i.e., the President) establishes and controls whole-of-gov-

ernment structures, since use of executive orders to achieve Presidential policy 

goals is much quicker and more efficient than going through the Congress 

given the gridlock that has become the norm over the past decade. Because 

of the deeply partisan character of climate change in the United States, few 

new climate governance mechanisms have been established in the last two 

decades, although new responsibilities have been passed onto existing insti-

tutions, usually at the executive level (Mildenberger 2021; Dubash 2021). The 

drawback of this is, of course, that executive orders are easily undone by subse-

quent Presidents. 

The United States tends to make use of Secretary-level task forces for whole-of-gov-

ernment structures. Like Cabinet committees in the United Kingdom and British 

Columbia, there is a wide spectrum of responsibilities, authority, and capacity to 

address issues in these task forces. The Biden administration is the first to establish 

an explicit whole-of-government approach related specifically to climate change. 

CASE STU
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Whole-of-government structures
President Biden moved quickly to implement his whole-of-government approach 

to climate change. Just days after he took office, the Executive Order on Tackling 

the Climate Crisis at Home and Abroad was issued. This executive order estab-

lished a National Climate Task Force and appointed two climate czars: National 

Climate Advisor Gina McCarthy (who previously served as the Administrator of 

the Environmental Protection Agency under Barack Obama) and Special Pres-

idential Envoy for Climate Change John Kerry.

National Climate Task Force and White House Office of Domestic Climate Policy
The National Climate Task Force “assembl[es] leaders from across 21 federal agen-

cies and departments to enable a whole-of-government approach to combatting 

the climate crisis” and is chaired by McCarthy. The Task Force focuses on ensuring 

that each agency integrates climate change into their policy-making processes, 

with an initial focus on government procurement, sustainable infrastructure 

investment, clean energy investment, and community revitalization (United 

States, Executive Office of the President [Joe Biden] 2021a).

Also included in this January 2021 executive order is the establishment of a White 

House Office of Domestic Climate Policy, also led by McCarthy (although with a 

team of White House aides as members, not departmental representatives), that 

is “charged with coordinating and implementing the President’s domestic climate 

agenda” (United States, Executive Office of the President [Joe Biden] 2021a). The 

Obama administration established a similarly named body—the White House 

Office of Energy and Climate Change Policy—in 2008, but Congress defunded 

the office in 2011 after failing to pass a broad climate bill, when priorities shifted 

towards health care. 

Unlike the United Kingdom, which uses existing departments and personnel, Biden 

has created two new climate-focused offices. Gina McCarthy leads and coordinates 

the American whole-of-government approach, and so the success of the Task Force 

and the White House Office relies heavily on her leadership. Thus far, the Task Force 

seems to be actively encouraging inter-departmental coordination and policy collab-

oration. McCarthy has directed the establishment of several bilateral interagency 

structures and processes, like a Working Group to address drought issues with the 

Secretaries of Agriculture and the Interior, and increased cooperation between the 

Environmental Protection Agency and Department of Transportation on fuel effi-

ciency standards (United States, Executive Office of the President [Joe Biden] 2021c). 

5.2

5.2.1
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Additionally, the Biden administration is mitigating some of the transparency issues 

identified in British Columbia and the United Kingdom by releasing a new climate 

change informational website, meant to showcase the progress of its whole-of-gov-

ernment approach and the actions of the Task Force. 

Smaller working groups
In response to Biden’s January 2021 Executive Order, several departments have 

established their own climate working groups or task forces (United States, Exec-

utive Office of the President [Joe Biden] 2021a). The Departments of Health and 

Human Services, Interior, Homeland Security, Defense, and Treasury have all 

established climate action working groups or task forces. These groups signal 

a commitment to climate action across government from Biden and from the 

Department Secretaries he has appointed. 

Biden has also established or re-organized several smaller, issue-specif ic 

whole-of-government structures (as seen in Figure 4) like the Interagency Work-

ing Group on Coal and Power Plant Communities and Economic Revitalization,10 

the White House Environmental Justice Interagency Council,11 and the White 

House Environmental Justice Advisory Council12 (United States, Executive Office 

of the President [Joe Biden] 2021a). The two groups on environmental justice 

often collaborate, but each operates independently. All groups convene with the 

mandate to increase whole-of-government attention to specific issues (which 

include but are not limited to aspects of climate action). 

5.2.2

10 The Interagency Working Group is chaired by the National Climate Advisor and housed within the Department of Energy. Agencies represented include the Treasury, In-
terior, Agriculture, Commerce, Labor, Health & Human Services, Transportation, Energy, Education, the EPA, the Office of Management and Budget, and the Appalachian 
Regional Commission. 
11 Formerly within the EPA but now elevated to the Executive Office of the President, the Interagency Council is chaired by the head of the Council on Environmental Quality.
12 The Advisory Council is made up of non-government members, is concerned with incorporating environmental and climate justice across government, and is meant to 
advise the Council on Environmental Quality and the White House. 

Figure 4: 

Whole-of-government structures in the Biden administration
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 ▶ Climate Hub (Treasury)
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Whole-of-government processes
There are signs of procedural changes that direct increased climate ambition 

within individual departments as well. Biden’s Executive Order on Tackling 

Climate Change at Home and Abroad explicitly called for “bold, progressive 

action that combines the full capacity of the Federal Government with efforts 

from every corner of our Nation, every level of government, and every sector of our 

economy” (United States, Executive Office of the President [Joe Biden] 2021a).). 

Departments are responding to this directive; for example, incumbent Secre-

tary of Defense Lloyd Austin released a memorandum showing his support of 

the directive and outlined steps for his department to take to integrate climate 

change at all levels (Austin 2021). 

Biden has embedded climate change into his American Jobs Plan for economic 

recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic, job creation, and infrastructure investment, 

although parts of this proposal face a steep uphill battle in Congress (United States, 

Executive Office of the President [Joe Biden] 2021b). Biden’s January 2021 execu-

tive order also supports the American Jobs Plan by directing all federal agencies 

to purchase carbon pollution-free electricity and zero-emission vehicles going 

forward, and to stimulate clean energy industries (United States, Executive Office 

of the President [Joe Biden] 2021a). The American Jobs Plan is a good example of 

a whole-of-government initiative that embeds climate change into an economic 

policy that affects the activities of almost every agency in the American national 

government. Questions remain about the outcomes of this policy, if it passes—for 

instance, it’s not clear how or when agencies will have to incorporate climate action 

in their reporting—but it is a clear and strong signal from the White House that 

climate action is a problem for all agencies to solve together. 

Key findings
Biden’s whole-of-government structures are still in their infancy, so it is difficult 

to ascertain the extent of their authority to make cross-departmental change. 

However, Biden has shown considerable commitment to climate action within 

the whole-of-government method compared to both Trump and Obama. 

In 2021, the United States has demonstrated committed leadership and has dele-

gated sufficient authority to its whole-of-government structures. The creation of 

new structures and the appointment of key personnel like Gina McCarthy indi-

cates cross-departmental prioritization of climate change, as does Biden’s record 

of integrating climate action into COVID-19 recovery efforts.

5.3

5.4
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The National Climate Task Force is the foundational structure of this approach, 

and thus far results are promising, with issue-specific initiatives coming out of 

regular meetings. Smaller groups allow for certain sub-groups to work together 

on specific issues or sectors, while still operating under the broader umbrella of 

the Task Force.

However, this approach is fragile and may not survive a change in government or 

a re-allocation of resources. Biden established the Task Force, the White House 

Office on Climate, advisory positions for both McCarthy and Kerry, and depart-

mental directives to integrate climate action via a few executive orders during 

his first days in the White House—and these actions are just as easily undone. 

The ability to quickly establish whole-of-government structures for climate, and 

give them a fair amount of decision-making capability, is offset by the instability 

of these structures over time. The National Climate Task Force, likewise, has the 

potential to make big moves on climate action in the U.S. across departments, 

but there is still a lot of uncertainty regarding how the Task Force will interact 

with other agencies and what kinds of policy outcomes will result. Time will tell 

whether the American whole-of-government approach can serve as a blueprint 

for climate governance.

CASE SUMMARY
 ▶ The Biden administration has committed to the whole-of-government 

approach, using executive orders to direct both structural and proce-

dural changes in support of cross-government climate action.

 ▶ The National Climate Task Force is the foundational structure of this 

approach, and thus far results are promising, with smaller cross-de-

partmental initiatives coming out of regular meetings.

 ▶ However, this approach is fragile and may not survive a change in 

government or a re-allocation of resources. Time will tell whether the 

American whole-of-government approach is best-in-class. 
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Using a whole-of-government approach, which can encourage inter-depart-

mental coordination and leverage the full expertise of government for ambitious 

climate action, has appeal for jurisdictions working to achieve climate targets. 

The whole-of-government approach does not, on its own, equal perfectly imple-

mented climate policy; what it can do is provide central climate leadership that 

increases accountability and responsibility for all departments (not just environ-

ment) and provides a forum for coordination on cross-departmental issues (like 

building codes or transport standards). 

There are several key lessons from these cases that can inform Canada’s gover-

nance choices in the future: 

1. The extent and success of the whole-of-government approach depends 
on sustained central leadership. In all the cases examined here, executive 

leaders decided to establish whole-of-government structures (includ-

ing assigning their membership and areas of responsibility) and create 

whole-of-government processes. Committed leaders direct the prioritization 

of climate change in decision-making processes, establish new structures 

early, and equip them with the resources they need to create new policies 

and plans across departments.

2. The whole-of-government approach is not a silver bullet for good climate 
governance. Whole-of-government mechanisms are defined by their scope 

of funding, mandate, and capacity to implement change. Strong legislation 

can offset some of these issues (like the United Kingdom Climate Change Act), 

but legislation rarely includes structures like cabinet committees which are 

established on an ad hoc basis. There is also a question of the ability of these 

structures to enact change across departments, and to ensure buy-in from 

a variety of portfolios. Many of these initiatives are at risk of failing because 

LESSONS FROM  
WHOLE-OF-GOVERNMENT  
APPROACHES TO CLIMATE CHANGE6
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of a lack of direction and resources. As a result, departments that have other 

priorities and directives a hard time addressing additional issues meaningfully. 

3. Installing effective and empowered personnel in whole-of-government 
structures is essential. Ministers and Department Secretaries or Deputy 

Ministers have a great deal to do with the buy-in of the whole-of-govern-

ment approach from single government agencies. If empowered with strong 

mandates from executive leadership (e.g. in mandate letters), they can lever-

age this empowerment for action. This is especially apparent in the American 

case with the post of National Climate Advisor, which directs both the National 

Task Force and the President’s climate advisory team in the White House 

Office on Domestic Policy.

4. Inter-departmental coordination on climate change must be balanced 
with allowing departments to fulfill their mandates. Whole-of-government 

processes can provide direction for prioritizing climate change via mandate 

letters, department plans, and policies that explicitly require action from 

multiple departments working together. However, creating too many mech-

anisms for inter-departmental coordination places an additional burden on 

departments that already have substantial portfolios. This balance between 

additional whole-of-government processes and allowing departments to fulfill 

the rest of their mandate is complicated and difficult to get right. For instance, 

the United Kingdom case has many of the pieces in place (cabinet-level 

committees headed by the Prime Minister, directives for each department to 

address relevant pieces of climate action, broad net zero strategies and exter-

nal advisory committees to provide policy guidance). However, these pieces 

have yet to coalesce into an effective whole-of-government approach that 

truly improves climate governance, largely due to lack of resources, capacity, 

and vague expectations. 

5. The whole-of-government approach needs to address accountability, 
transparency, and reporting requirements in some fashion. Generally, cabi-

net committees do not release detailed meeting outcomes, which makes it 

difficult to accurately assess the outcomes of these governance mechanisms. 

To complicate matters, in some cases, public information is removed with 

government turnover (as noted in the British Columbia case). Full transpar-

ency of these structures is unlikely and implausible, and there are benefits 

to having closed-door forums for government officials to communicate. 

However, regular high-level reports that indicate the outcomes of meetings, 
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as well as explicit goals for inter-departmental coordination in mandate letters 

or delivery plans, would help define the outcomes of this approach. External 

advisory bodies can provide an important role in increasing the accountability 

of whole-of-government structures through regular reports on governance 

approaches and specific advice to government that cuts across departments.
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At the federal level, Canada has already established some whole-of-government 

structures for environment and climate change, and there are indications that the 

current government plans to do more. However, Canada could add critical pieces 

of what would comprise a true whole-of-government approach, such as a cabinet 

committee, coordinating structures, and clear lines of reporting and accountability. 

The Cabinet Committee on Economy and the Environment, chaired by the Asso-

ciate Minister of Finance, considers climate change as one of several priorities, 

but there is no cabinet-level committee solely dedicated to climate change. The 

lack of Prime Ministerial presence in this committee keeps its discussions parti-

tioned, and departmental membership is limited. 

Within the Privy Council Office, a small three-person climate secretariat, headed 

by former Ambassador of Climate Change Jennifer MacIntyre, was established in 

2021 to work with the top climate advisors in the Prime Minister’s Office to encour-

age increased climate action across departments. These postings also indicate 

a trend of assigning key personnel with strong environmental commitments to 

multiple key posts, beyond the Ministry for Environment and Climate Change. 

However, there is room for assigning more ministers and deputy ministers that 

could play a constructive role in a whole-of-government approach to climate 

change. Mandating key climate-focused ministers would lead to better uptake 

within departments and more effective cross-jurisdictional policymaking. 

The federal government has proposed a broad integration of climate goals across 

departments in their 2021 Healthy Environment, Healthy Economy plan, stat-

ing that they plan to “apply a climate lens to integrate climate considerations 

throughout government decision-making.…This transformation will require an 

aligned approach that ensures that government spending and decisions support 

Canada’s climate goals” (Environment and Climate Change Canada 2021). More 

7LOOKING AHEAD FOR CANADA
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details on how they plan to structure this climate lens will be helpful, as this lens 

can play a crucial whole-of-government role.

The Canadian Net-Zero Emissions Accountability Act, passed in June 2021, 

enshrines a net zero commitment by 2050 in law and may prove to be an important 

whole-of-government process for climate change. For instance, the Act requires 

the Minister for Finance (in cooperation with the Minister for Environment and 

Climate Change) to produce annual reports on financial risks related to climate 

change (Canadian Net-Zero Emissions Accountability Act 2021). These reporting 

requirements indicate an opportunity for enhanced inter-departmental collab-

oration, and for additional expertise to assist non-environment departments in 

developing climate reports. To this end, the Accountability Act also established the 

Net-Zero Advisory Body, meant to provide independent advice to the Minister for 

Environment and Climate Change and other government officials as requested 

(Canadian Net-Zero Emissions Accountability Act 2021).

The Advisory Body and the Canadian Institute for Climate Choices (established 

in 2020) serve as external advisory bodies that provide climate policy expertise 

to government and release independent public research.13 The National Round-

table on the Environment and the Economy, established in 1988 and closed in 

2012, played a similar role. The Advisory Body and the Institute produce rigorous, 

transparent, independent research, both to government and the public. 

While these plans and legislation signal a commitment to a stronger whole-of-gov-

ernment approach, there is room for more ambition. There are several key pieces 

that could be added to the Canadian approach, such as a centralized coordinat-

ing body and a Cabinet committee. 

There are a few ways the Canadian federal government could strengthen its 

whole-of-government approach:

 ▶ A new Cabinet Committee on Climate Change and Net Zero, chaired by the Prime 

Minister (like the Climate Action Strategy committee in the United Kingdom). 

 ▶ A high-level coordinating structure to support the Cabinet Committee—a 

Climate or Net Zero Secretariat—in the Privy Council Office or Prime Minis-

ter’s Office, akin to the initial formulation of British Columbia’s Climate Action 

Secretariat or the United States National Climate Task Force. (The current 

climate secretariat team in the Privy Council Office would need more finan-

cial and human resources to fulfill this role.) 
13 Not all of the Net-Zero Advisory Body’s reports will be made fully public. Annual reports and other studies will be public, but specific advice to the Minister for 
Environment and Climate Change and other officials may be redacted.
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 ▶ Under the direction of such a Secretariat, smaller working groups and task 

forces (like those coming out of the American Task Force) focused on specific 

issues or sectors. The Secretariat would also develop policy packages for the 

Cabinet Committee’s approval. 

 ▶ To mitigate accountability issues, the Secretariat would ideally have a 

corresponding online repository outlining its progress and plans for 

whole-of-government work, as the United States has recently released. 

Canada is no stranger to inter-departmental coordination or high-level ministe-

rial collaboration, but has not yet designed a truly all-inclusive, cross-jurisdictional 

approach to climate governance. Taking an effective whole-of-government 

approach to climate change would go beyond establishing internal committees 

to instil cross-government climate action across departments, policies, and sectors. 

The whole-of-government approach is intended to keep climate action at the 

centre of all policymaking, leveraging the breadth of public service expertise to 

mitigate emissions and adapt to impacts more effectively. Inter-departmental 

collaboration is a foundational aspect of this, since there are multiple depart-

ments that need to be involved in solving the cross-jurisdictional aspects of the 

climate crisis. 

The cases presented here identify the need for sustained political leadership, 

centralized coordination of a whole-of-government approach, clarity of climate 

goals for departments, and some type of accountability, transparency, and report-

ing mechanism to assess outcomes. With a well-designed whole-of-government 

program, Canada can leverage the expertise of its entire public service to raise 

climate ambition and turn targets into results.
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